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Benjamin Franklin Fisher IV. ed. Poe at Work: Seven
 
Textual Studies.
Baltimore: The Edgar Allan Poe Society, 1978. 110pp. $8.00
Benjamin Franklin Fisher IV. The Very Spirit of Cordiality: The
 
Literary Uses of Alcohol and Alcoholism in
 
the Tales of Edgar  
Allan Poe, Baltimore: Enoch Pratt Free Library, The Edgar
 Allan Poe Society, and the Library of the U. of Baltimore, 1978.
 32pp. $2.75.
David Ketterer. The Rationale
 
of Deception in Poe. Baton Rouge and  
London: Louisiana State U. Press, 1979, 285pp. $17.50.
The popular image of Edgar Allan Poe as a romantic visionary
 
and purveyor of Gothic gloom must now compete with the image of a
 pragmatic journalist and exacting artist and critic. As Stuart Levine
 has recently argued, Poe was both “seer and craftsman.” He mixed
 romantic vision with rational analysis and tailored his aestheticism
 to suit the popular magazine. Some of Poe’s contemporaries saw the
 dualism
 
in his writing,  but the image of the romantic seer, living “out  
of space, out of time,” prevailed after his death, thanks to his detrac
­tors
 
in America and his devotees in France. The craftsman has been  
revived recently, but the proper balance has not yet been struck; the
 relationship between seer and craftsman in Poe’
s
 canon remains  
problematical
 
and obscure. Much recent criticism, in fact, continues to  
be divided in
 
its focus, concentrating on the  visionary or the journal ­
ist, the artist or the critic, the themes or
 
the  texts, pursuing the rela ­
tionships tentatively, if at all. The three works under review here
 illustrate the point. In The Rationale of Deception in Poe, David
 Ketterer minimizes Poe’
s
 popular, Gothic craft  in order to emphasize  
his visionary kinship with Emerson and Blake. There is little of the
 visionary, on the other hand, in Poe at Work, a collection of textual
 studies, edited by Benjamin Franklin Fisher IV, that attests to Poe’s
 craftsmanship in the tales,
 
his manipulation of popular conventions,  
and his careful revisions. In The Very Spirit of Cordiality, Professor
 Fisher gives us something of both seer and craftsman, appending to
 his essay on Poe’
s
 literary uses of alcohol the first  printed version of
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“MS. Found in a Bottle” and commentary on subsequent revisions of
 
the tale.
First, the craftsman. Originally collected for the University of
 
Pennsylvania Library Chronicle [41(1976)], the essays in Poe at Work
 are made even more useful by the addition of Robert W. Burns’s
 annotated checklist of previous textual criticism of Poe’
s
 fiction.  
Except for a misleading subtitle — there are six, not “seven textual
 studies,” Fisher’s introduction, and Burns’s checklist, Poe at Work is
 carefully edited and attractively made. The essays are arranged in
 order of the composition
 
of the tales  they treat and reveal much about  
Poe’s development as a writer of fiction. Alexander Hammond builds
 upon two earlier essays to give us the amplest account yet of
 
Poe’s  
abortive plan to publish his early tales as a unified collection, called
 initially Eleven Tales of
 
the Arabesque and later Tales of the Folio  
Club. Hammond identifies Poe’
s
 framing device  as Menippean satire,  
arguing that
 
the  tales, which are read  by members of a comical liter ­
ary
 
club as  they wine and  dine,  were meant to imitate  and very likely  
spoof popular authors and fictional types. Although the exact nature
 and contents of the collection Poe was circulating remain speculative
 since only two manuscript leaves
 
survive, Hammond makes a strong  
case for the view that Poe was writing his early tales as part of a
 projected volume and not simply gathering fugitive pieces together in
 a scheme for book publication. Moreover, in tracing the fortunes of
 Poe’s lost book in the marketplace, Hammond vividly illustrates the
 trials of Poe’s apprenticeship
 
in fiction. Hammond’s essay is supple ­
mented by those of Christie and Fisher, who examine the revisions of
 two Folio-Club tales, “Bon-Bon” (originally
 
“The Bargain Lost”) and  
“Silence — A Fable” (originally “Siope —
 
A Fable”). Christie shows  
how Poe transformed “Bon-Bon” from a loose burlesque of popular
 devil tales, in which a gentlemanly Satan bargains for men’s souls,
 into a more controlled and unified satire
 
of Gothic terror and German  
metaphysics. Fisher argues, on the other hand, that in revising
 “Silence — A Fable” Poe toned down or eliminated the Gothic extrava
­gance typical of Folio-Club satire and transformed the tale into a more
 serious, symbolic fable of human isolation.
Poe’s revisions of later tales, though often less substantial, can be
 
significant too, as Marc Leslie Rovner points out in the case of “Wil
­liam Wilson.” He notes how Poe’s revisions tend to underscore Wil
­son’s moral obtuseness, clarifying the theme of the
 
tale. The last two  
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contributors to Poe at Work,
 
however, are less successful than  Rovner  
in their textual analyses of Poe’s later tales. Joel Kenneth Asarch
 argues that
 
Poe revised “The Murders  in the Rue Morgue”  to shift its  
emphasis “from a theoretical study of analysis to a practical demon
­stration of the imagination,” but only Poe’s deletion of an introduc
­tory paragraph supports this claim. Finally, Richard Fusco contends
 that Poe’s revision of “The Mystery of Marie Rogêt,”
 
after his fiction ­
alized solution to the real case was proven wrong, indicates a develop
­ment towards the more imaginative mystery of 
“
The Purloined  
Letter” and not, as some critics have argued, a hoax, designed to
 convince readers that he had solved the case. The textual evidence
 that Fusco musters in support of
 
his argument, however, is not con ­
vincing. Though the essays are not of equal quality, Poe at
 
Work is an  
important collection, the first to be devoted to the study of Poe’s texts.
 Fisher’s introduction, Burns’s checklist of
 
previous commentary on  
Poe’s revisions, and the textual studies, where they succeed, make Poe
 at Work a valuable resource for the student of Poe’s craftsmanship in
 the tales.
Fisher turns his attention to the visionary Poe, though he does not
 
forget the craftsman, in The Very Spirit of Cordiality, an essay on
 Poe’
s
 literary uses of  alcohol and alcoholism, originally read at the  
Fifty-Fifth Annual Commemoration Program of the Edgar Allan Poe
 Society of Baltimore in 1977. Putting aside the much vexed question of
 Poe’s alcoholism, Fisher traces the sources
 
of Poe’s artistic interest in  
wines and spirits and surveys his
 
imaginative use of alcoholic drink  
and drunkenness. The Very Spirit of Cordiality
 
is profitably read in  
conjunction with Hammond’s discussion of Tales of the Folio Club in
 Poe at Work, since Fisher concentrates primarily on the many allu
­sions, situations, and wordplays relating to alcohol in those early
 tales Poe framed as the work of a wine-sodden literary society. Fisher
 maintains, however, that these tales are more than satiric in their
 treatment of drink and drunkenness. Poe’s in vino veritas in the
 Folio-Club tales and elsewhere, according to Fisher, is a mixture of
 satiric and Gothic, of classic and
 
romantic vision. But Fisher’s space  
is limited and his analysis brief and suggestive. He leaves us to





us  once  again to consider Poe’s changing texts by  
appending to his essay the first printing of a Folio-Club tale, “MS.
 Found in a Bottle,” and a brief discussion of how revision transformed
 
3
Weiner: Fisher, Poe at Work: Seven Textual Studies and The Very Spirit of




it into a more “sober” story.
The image that Fisher creates of Poe at work, manipulating popu
­
lar conventions and carefully revising, is offset by David Ketterer’s
 portrait of an idealistic visionary in The Rationale of Deception in
 Poe. Ketterer claims to be 
“
redressing a balance” by avoiding the  
Gothic “machinery” he suspects
 
Poe used “largely for market consid ­
erations” and focusing on the transcendental “vision” that underlies
 the horror and links Poe to
 
Emerson and Blake. Poe’s  craft, in Ketter ­
er’s view, consists of certain “strategies of deception” that serve to
 expose limitations of the human condition and understanding that
 inhibit transcendental vision. According to Ketterer, Poe believed
 that such vision could be achieved, not only in some future state but
 here
 
and now, by looking at the world through “the half-closed eye” —  
Poe’s metaphor for a synthetic imagination that fuses the deceptive
 distinctions apparent in our world and to our reason into a holistic
 reality. Ketterer sees a development in Poe’
s
 art, moreover, from a  
preoccupation with the deceptions of reason and reality (the “gro
­tesque”), to the use of deception as the means of imaginative fusion
 (the “arabesque”), to a climactic synthesis in the tales of ratiocination
 and Eureka, in which reason and imagination combine as “intuition”
 to reveal a transcendental unity.
Ketterer avoids the technical and
 
obscure language of much mod ­
em criticism. His discussion of the philosophical context of Poe’s
 strategies of deception is remarkably clear and
 
simple, and he makes  
fresh, though not always convincing, interpretive use of terms Poe
 applies to his own works, “grotesque” and “arabesque.” Attempting
 to cover Poe’s
 
entire canon and to  see him whole, Ketterer includes an  
“admittedly speculative” chapter on Poe’s life and is sometimes hur
­ried and inconclusive in his analysis of Poe’s works. But more prob
­lematical is his interpretation of Poe’s vision. Pursuing the holistic
 Poe, Ketterer is dogged by the “schizoid” Poe, who exults in the
 devisive reasoning he scorns, who draws back in horror from the
 transcendence he seeks. Ketterer acknowleges that Poe found himself
 “in a better position to attack the false reality than reveal the true”
 and realized his “arabesque intimations” of a supernal world “may
 themselves be a deception,” but these doubts, Ketterer argues, are
 “secondary to his faith in ideality.” 
To
 see Poe as Ketterer sees him, we  
must half-close our eyes to the polarities in his canon. From this
 perspective, “the arabesque concept subsumes the grotesque,” death
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means transcendence, horror is the
 
“corollary”  or “disguise” of ideal ­
istic vision. The terrifying falls into pits or whirlpools in Poe’s tales
 are “fortunate,” the collapse of Roderick and Madeleine Usher is
 “healing,” and the raven’s “Nevermore” is only a deception of the
 intellect of Poe’s narrator, who could have his lost Lenore back
 
here  
and now if he would maintain
 
“the perspective of the half-closed eye.”  
To those who contend that the horror and equivocation in Poe’s art are  
the measure of his
 
doubts about transcendence, Ketterer answers that  
the skepticism is theirs, not Poe’s. Yet Ketterer’s own equivocation
 about whether
 
Poe’s climactic vision in Eureka affirms his transcen ­
dentalism or reflects his “own alienated condition” in a confining
 world gives us cause to doubt Ketterer’s faith in Poe’s idealism. Poe
 was, in fact, more skeptical about
 
transcendence than Emerson and  
more enamored of fact and reason than Blake. His development was
 not, as Ketterer suggests, towards a climactic vision of transcendental
 unity, but back and forth between the grotesque and arabesque, and
 through several equivocal resolutions of idealistic
 
vision and nihilis ­
tic despair. Nevertheless, Ketterer’s provocative study deserves care
­ful attention because it clearly identifies Poe’
s
 strategies of deception  
and offers a serious challenge to darker readings of the vision that
 informs them.
Bruce Ira Weiner St. Lawrence University
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